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ABSTRACT 

The first class of journalism students ever assembled 
at a college or university enrolled at Washington College (now 
Washington and Lee University) in 1869-70. Studying Washington 
College's efforts shows that much of the promise and the shortcomings 
of this discipline were clearly evident more than 125 years ago. 
During the 1700s and 1800s the typical college curriculum was 
restricted to the liberal arts, and studies took place in an 
atmosphere similar to an academy or boarding school, reflecting 
British roots. The common way to learn journalism was to apprentice 
in a print shop, in the tradition of Benjamin Franklin. A proposal 
was made in 1834 for a formal school of journalism, to be called "The 
Washington Institute," with the intention of raising journalistic 
standards in the United States. During the later 19th century 
American higher education changed rapidly to imitate the admired 
German model, where lessons were based on systematic methods of 
inquiry and the university was viewed as a laboratory designed to 
develop experts and scholars. In 1862 the Morrill Land Grant Act 
helped establish colleges that would offer teaching specifically in 
fields of a practical and industrial nature — colleges were encouraged 
to revise their curricula. Robert E. Lee was Washington College's 
president when journalism education began there. He organized a 
committee to plan for journalism education, met with the trustees to 
make his case, and arranged for and advertised scholarships. After 
Lee's death in 1870, the program was discontinued. Though no official 
reason was given, the program ended probably because of constant 
attacks by the press. (Contains 60 notes.) (NKA) 
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THE FIRST COLLEGE JOURNALISM STUDENTS: 
ANSWERING ROBERT E. LEE’S OFFER 
OF A HIGHER EDUCATION 



Introduction 

The recently-completed academic year of 1 994-95 marked the passing of a milestone in 
the history of journalism and mass communication education. It was exactly 125 years ago, 
during the term of 1869-1870, that the first class of journalism students ever assembled at a 
college or university in America enrolled at Washington College, now known as Washington and 
Lee University, in Lexington, Va. 

The anniversary passed largely unnoticed by both the press and academia because other 
events are more often commemorated as the beginning of journalism education in America, such 
as the founding of the University of Missouri School of Journalism in 1908 or Joseph Pulitzer's 
$2 million endowment to create a journalism school at Columbia University in 1904. Missouri 
is usually referred to as the first ever school of journalism because it was set up as an 
administrative unit separate from any other unit or division on the same campus and equal in 
rank to the university's schools or colleges of law, medicine or education. 1 Columbia's 
journalism school endowed by Pulitzer did not open its doors until 1912, but the size of the 
endowment (which was the equivalent of more than $200 million in 1995 dollars) created 
widespread discussion on journalism education. Pulitzer drew even more attention when he 

I 

wrote an article explaining his support of journalism education. 2 Other events often cited as the 

'Earl English, Journalism Education at the University of Missouri-Columbia (Marceline, 
Mo.: Walsworth, 1988), pp. 2-4. 

2 Joseph Pulitzer, "The College of Journalism," North American Review . May 1904, pp. 
641-680. For a more modem view of the effect of Pulitzer's endowment, see James W. Carey's 
presidential address to the Association for Education in Journalism and Mass Communication, 

"A Plea for the University Tradition," Journalism Quarterly . 55 (Winter 1978), 846-855. 



